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...Sonofabitch.” 
| felt him digging around in the pants pooled at my boots. 
“What in all hell?” | tried stepping away. 


“Don’t panic.” He grabbed one of my thighs, held me in 
place. 


“1...” He must’ve been trying every one of my pockets. 
Damn, he’s got big hands. “You what?” 


He paused in his search, and it felt like he rested his head 
on the hand at the top of my thigh. 


“What?” | repeated the question. 


“I forgot a goddamned rubber, okay!” He shoved off me ina 
hurry. 


“In my wallet,” | told him, but apparently, he’d located it 
already. 


He quieted down, quit stomping around, and | could hear 
him breathing. 


“Yeah. Figured as much,” he said. 


By now he’d found a condom, but | couldn’t tell if he was 
still behind me. | heard nothing except a lone cricket 
somewhere to my left. “Yo. Cowboy,” | whispered and heard 
a faint click and the thunk of my wallet as it landed between 
my boots atop my scrunched-down jeans. Finally, the rip— 
the sound I'd anticipated for a while now—the stretch, the 
Snap. He rolled on the condom. 


“Twenty-five, huh?” 


He’d checked out my driver’s license? Is nothing sacred 
anymore? 


“You got a damned flashlight back there, or what?” 


“What’s it to you if | do?” he asked, then took hold of my ass 
in both hands and spread my cheeks. “A man likes to know 
what he’s getting into...” 
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TOUGH GUY 


CHAPTER 1 


With Hank breathing down my neck, it took me all of two 
seconds to sign my name. After tri-folding the entry form, | 
Stuffed it, along with my money order, inside the pre- 
addressed envelope. 


In all, deciding to enter the Tough Guy competition and 
getting my form ready to mail, start to finish, took me less 
than eight seconds. 


“You ain’t serious.” Hank shoved away from the table, stood, 
and made his way to the counter to refill his coffee cup. “l 
know you.” 


| stared at the envelope in my hands, re-reading the 
addresses, checking for mistakes, refusing to acknowledge 
the sonofabitch. 


Let someone move in with you and in less than six months, 
he lays claim, as if you’re one of his possessions. Hank had 
another think coming if he thought he owned me or even 
knew me. He didn’t 1 
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know diddlysquat about nothing...especially about me. 
“This ain’t a rodeo, cowboy.” 


Of course, it wasn’t. For a brief second, | pictured myself 

roping him like a calf, with my fist thrown high in the air, my 
knee in Hank’s ribs, him hogtied and naked on the floor. Out 
the corner of my eye, | caught him twisting from the counter 


and | locked onto that shit-eating grin he was so fond of 
wearing these days. 


Lifting the envelope to my lips, | stuck out my tongue real 
easy like and proceeded to lick the glue on the flap, 
languidly...tortuously, never breaking my focus. | tried not 
to smile as he stopped in his return, apparently taken by my 
seductive move, his Adam’s apple bobbing as he swallowed 
hard. Call me a tease, he would. 


| didn’t care and continued my tongue’s journey along the 
envelope’s flap...taking my time—wouldn’t want to miss a 
spot. 


Who could’ve known licking the back of a postage stamp 
would be just as troublesome. 


Hank, of course, was the only man I knew who got riled up 
over anything that insignificant. 


He fixed me with his infamous don’t-fuck-with-me eyes. 
“That mouth of yours is gonna get you in trouble one day.” 


| yawned and pressed the stamp onto the upper right corner 
of the sealed envelope. “Guess that’s that.” | picked up my 
hat, flipped it on top of my head, and got to my feet. Eyeing 
my watch, | asked, “Reckon this'll go out in today’s mail, or 
Should | take it into town myself just to make sure?” 


Not that | had my own place outside of town, but I liked to 
hear myself talk as if | did. Guess | was practicing for when 
the day finally happened. | wasn’t as blessed as most 
second-generation ranchers around here were. Though, | did 
do plenty of work for 2 
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them, mostly in trade-off to keep my horse boarded. My dad 
was one of those fancy door-to-door salesmen who sold 
encyclopedias or postcards and sometimes cheap jewelry. 
Guess it depended on the season, maybe his mood—all this, 
according to my older sister. 


| think | saw the man twice before my sixteenth birthday. 
My mama? Well now, she was a princess. A real princess— 


sixteenth in line to Poland’s throne, she’d told me | don’t 
recall how many times. Most times, she’d been drinking, 
though, when she talked about the family. Hell, | wasn’t sure 
| had grandparents even. At least, I’d never heard of any. 


Truth was, |’d been holed up in this efficiency apartment out 
on Highway 16 pretty much since the day | hopped off the 
bus, but I’d taken to the rodeo like a pig to shit, and I’d 
saved every dime of winnings since, except the little bit | 
splurged on my truck. Nope, | wasn’t second-generation 
anything, except maybe, loser. But | had a mindset to 
change that. 


“What time is it?” Hank set his cup on the table, adjusted 
his hat. 


The man didn’t own a watch, and it showed—in the number 
of jobs he’d found since I’d known him. Hank wasn’t a 
cowboy. He was a roughneck and worked the oilfield or used 
to, anyway. So, he’d told me. 


“Ten after eleven,” | said. 


Hank tossed me that slow grin, the one that used to melt 
my heart, get me feeling all sorts of frisky inside. | felt like | 
wanted to puke. 


“Ah, you oughta make the mail run, easy.” 


Exactly what | thought—l’d missed this morning’s run. The 
truth showed in his eyes—the ones that couldn’t meet mine 
straightaway to save his soul. “Come on. I’m locking up. | 
gotta 3 
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make it to the post office before noon.” 
“You're really going through with this.” 


Damn right | was. No longer did Hank Payne have a Say in 
how | lived my life. | made sure of that, two weeks ago to be 
exact. 


Somehow, our breakup and my kicking him out hadn’t sunk 
into his thick skull, though. 


“Outside. You know you're not welcome here when I’m not 
home.” 


His brow furrowed, but this wasn’t the first time I’d had to 
remind him. 


“Now don’t give me that look.” God, | sounded like my 
mother. 


| think I’d blamed acting like my mom on Hank, too, at one 
point. The darkest point in our short but sordid past. Might 
do me good to inform Hank | didn’t want him dropping by 
anymore at all. 


Hell. | fished the keys to my truck out of my jean’s pocket as 
| slammed shut the locked door behind me. | knew it 
wouldn’t do me a lick of good to tell Hank to get lost. 


Who was | kidding? He stumbled around in a continual state 
of lost. The man had no focus—except maybe hounding me. 
The term stalker flitted through my mind as | watched him 
crawl into his pickup and drive away in a huff. | let out a 
loud exhale as | unlocked my truck. | wasn’t worried. No way 
could Hank Payne be a stalker; he was just plain stupid. 
Might as well face it...the pain in my ass would forever live 
up to his name. 


* OK OK 


On the side street, | backed my truck into the empty spot, 
then spun the wheel to straighten out the front end before 
inching 4 
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forward...just a hair...and then another. Perfect. 


Jerry, the postmaster, straightened from behind the outdoor 
mailbox closest to the post office doors and looked my 
direction. 


Mail tote wedged on one hip, he waved and hollered as | 
popped my truck door and unfolded from behind the wheel. 
“Mornin’, Paul. Is it Saturday already?” 


Was | that predictable? With working on ranches six days a 
week, | had to do my shopping sometime. That sometimes 
happened to be Saturdays. So, today was Friday—big 
whoop. I'd asked for today and next Friday off to have extra 
time to prepare for the competition. It seemed some people 
had too much time on their hands. 


| took off up the walk, skipping as | went, and | didn’t 
hesitate making a spectacle of myself as | waved that entry 
letter wildly and high in the air on my way. | dropped it into 


the mail bin in Jerry’s grasp. “Make sure that goes out this 
afternoon, okay?” 


Definitely a seasoned worker, Jerry was. Not surprising he 
came to be postmaster. One glance in that bin at his hip and 
his eagle vision picked out to whom and to where my letter 
was headed. “You aren’t actually considering—” 


“Don’t.” | held up a hand, attempting to stop the barrage of 
unnecessary concern. “Just make sure it’s postmarked by 
tonight.” 


“But that’s the craziest—” 


“I’m warning you, Jerry. Don’t say it. | listened to it once 
already today. I’m not going through it again.” 


Jerry huffed out a breath as he wiped the sweat from his 
brow. 


“I’m just saying— Oh, hell, you’re one stubborn SOB, you 
know that?” 


Yeah, I’d heard that more than a few times since I’d moved 
to Cody three-and-a-half years ago, fresh out of college, and 
fresh out 5 
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of Minneapolis-St. Paul. “You haven’t heard of Hank Payne 
mulling around town talking about things none of his 
concern today, have you?” 


Before he shook his head again, | knew by the look on his 
face he’d be telling me no. But I had to be sure. Payne had 
always been a meddler. Considering my competitors, the 
last thing | needed was Hank spreading my business. Take 


last year’s runner up, Johnny Hart, for example. | heard he’d 
pay good money for insider info on the other entrants, and 
he’d tell you he was justified in doing so in the name of 
research. 


“No, | ain’t seen Hank Payne in just about a week, come to 
think of it. Now, you listen...” 


Here it came. | was about to be the unlucky recipient of one 
of Jerry’s “been there, done that, and got the T-shirt” 
speeches. 


“You know they say ol’ Austin eats barbwire for breakfast,” 
he said. 


If my eyes could’ve rolled any farther back into my head, I’d 
have been unconscious. Funny, for whatever reason, I'd 
never been the least bit intimidated by the defending 
champion, three years running, Tony Austin. Hadn’t had too 
many run-ins with the man since | didn’t ride bulls and 
didn’t make the trip up to Powell to the bar scene, but when 
it came to the rodeo, | was there, and I’d watched Tony 
Austin every chance | got. He made bull-riding look like a 
long-forgotten art form. “Give me a break, Jerry. Nobody 
eats barbed wire for breakfast. Not even Tony ‘You Wish You 
Had A Face Like Mine’ Austin.” 


Jerry gave the tote a couple shakes, apparently leveling out 
his load as he switched hips, balancing the mail-laden bin 
with his other arm. “You’ve seen the man about town, 
surely. Got him one of them bull-hide hats, and he’s worn 
the same damned one for 6 


TOUGH GUY 


years, mind you. Swear the thing’s on tighter than your 
mama’s canning lids.” Jerry scratched at his chest. “Matter 


of fact, | don’t think I’ve ever seen him without it or even 
take it off, no matter how hot.” 


He moved the mail tote, rested one edge on the top of the 
mailbox. “Don’t reckon you'll be gettin’ close enough to 
knock that hat of his off anyway. Tony Austin’s a mean one, 
and | know what I’m talkin’ about. Call me full of shit if you 
want.” 


“You're full of shit, Jerry.” What the fuck a bull-hide hat had 
to do with anything, | didn’t know. 


When he stared without saying a word and my stomach 
gurgled before it felt like it crawled up into my throat, | 
wondered if that’s how a kid might feel disappointing his 
dad. 


“Guess | better be getting this mail inside so they can sort it 
an’ 


get it on the truck.” Even as he said the words, he stood 
there. 


| Knew what he waited for, but he wasn’t hearing it from me. 


No amount of facts—true or not—or pushing—especially, the 
pushing—was changing my mind. | may’ve been city born 
and breed, but | had country in my blood. | could feel it. And 
it was high time | proved it. “Yeah. You do that,” | told him. 


He started inside. | turned to go back to my truck. 
“Hey, Paul.” 


| stopped, spun an about-face, and met Jerry’s concerned 
gaze. 


“You ever heard that saying about one person telling you 
something is just an opinion?” 


Yeah, and if two tell you the same thing, it’s time to buy a 
saddle. | removed my hat, aired out the sudden heat 
collecting before fitting it back in place. “Yeah, yeah, yeah... 
rub it in. I’m entering that contest come hell or high water.” 


“Suit yourself,” he said with a shrug and made his nosey 
way 7 
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inside and back to work. 


The purse would be enough, when added to my savings, to 
secure me a loan on a small place, a handful of acres if the 
opportunity presented itself. When it came to money, | 
wasn’t frugal—l was a downright tightwad, and I’d been 
hoarding it away for a while. | wasn’t entering the Tough 
Guy competition at this year’s Wild West Days to prove my 
worth to anything or anybody, though. Well, that wasn’t 
entirely true. In the last year, I’d earned the other guys’ 
respect on the rodeo circuit. Whomping a bunch of cowboys 
in the knock-down-drag-out fight of the year was the logical 
next step in proving | really was cowboy material—tough 
enough to be a cowboy, at least—if only to myself. 


But | wasn’t acting like a jackass by doing so, and | sure as 
hell wasn’t buying myself a saddle. Not yet. 


* KOK 


As long as I was in town, | figured | might as well get myself 
a new hat and headed down 13th Street. | wanted one of 
those black Stetsons, the one with the silver buckle on the 
band. Now, | could’ve gotten myself any old hat. Lord 


knows, plenty of places in Cody sold cowboy hats. But | 
intended on getting something nice for once and knew 
exactly where to go—the Custom Cowboy Shop. 


A couple of blocks before Sheridan Avenue, | started 
scouting for a parking place. I’d wanted a new hat for 
months but kept making excuses for all the reasons | didn’t 
need one. With me entering the Tough Guy competition, 
though, things were different. 


| hadn’t planned to enter this year, not with Hank around. 
You didn’t plan anything with Hank. With him, shit just kind 
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happened, and you never knew what to expect. Another 
reason | dumped his ass. | couldn’t live life unplanned. That 
wasn’t me. 


Until l’d decided | would be this year’s Tough Guy—and | 
would be, despite the jeering, the doubts—my life had gone 
on as normal. 


Even then, already I’d planned my moves both before and 
during the competition. You see, winning equated to one- 
quarter planning, one-quarter presentation, and the rest 
bullshit. But I’d planned for that, too. 


With the events as near as next weekend, crowds of tourists 
and out-of-town cowboys and cowgirls lined the sidewalks... 
there wasn’t a parking place in sight in any direction. I’d be 
lucky to find one ten blocks away. What the hell. Might as 
well take my time. 


Wouldn’t want to take the chance that any of the 
competition might see me anxious or uptight. 


Nearly an hour later, after circling five blocks east of the 
shop, then four blocks west, | found a spot in a vacant lot 
behind a closed down department store. | parked and got 
out. No sooner had | locked up my truck than my stomach 
rumbled. 


“Lunch first it is.” | tossed my keys into the air, caught them 
on a downward hook, then slipped them into my pocket. 
Yeah, | was in high spirits. Not often did | splurge, but when | 
did, | went all out. Down the street at Peter’s Cafe, there 
was a Mountain Man Sandwich with my name on it. 


With one block to reach my destination, the hair on the back 
of my neck stood on end. | shrugged it off as a case of 
nerves, but that nagging voice inside warned me to be on 
my guard. When I reached Peter’s, | was ninety-nine percent 
certain someone was following me. | held the door for an 
exiting family of five, recognizing the mister from last 
summer’s Cheyenne rodeo. | helped myself to their table 
near the window. 
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“How are you doing today, Paul?” 


| felt like an idiot as soon as the waitress wiping down my 
table greeted me by name, since | was drawing a blank on 
hers. 


“Fine,” | said with a tip of my hat. 


| declined the menu, and went ahead and ordered to get it 
out of the way. Three-quarters of the way through my lunch, 
| remembered her name was Anne or Annie, but she didn’t 


return but once and that was to slap the tab on the end of 
the table. 


Stomach feeling better, | wasted no time paying my bill and 
heading out the door. 


As soon as | stepped onto the sidewalk, though, my gut 
instinct that someone was watching me, looking at me 
longer than a person should, hit me harder than a wind 
Shear. My full stomach flopped; every hair on my body felt 
electric. | even whirled around, thinking the person might be 
close behind me, but felt stupid when | discovered the only 
one following me out of the cafe was the older guy who 
worked at the power company. 


Despite the confidence that flowed from my veins through 
my fingers to the pen when | signed the entrance form that 
morning, | started thinking maybe I’d made the wrong 
decision. Hank’s criticism and Jerry’s worry haunted me for a 
second, but | shook both off as ridiculous, crossed the 
street, and made for the Custom Cowboy Shop, dead set on 
getting that Stetson. 


A loud chime sounded as | entered. | paused just inside the 
door and inhaled deeply, taking in the smells of leather, 
rawhide, and rope. Most cowboys, | reckoned, took this for 
granted, having grown up around it. Not me, though; | loved 
the smell of a Western shop. 


“Can | help you find anything?” 


| paused, thumbing through the row of wool jackets. “Nope. | 
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know what I’m after, thanks,” | said, pasting a smile on as | 
looked over my shoulder. Not one of the owner’s daughters 
as I'd expected, but a different gal about my age stood 
there as pleasant looking as could be. | smiled for real. 
Maybe old Carter had figured out finally that his daughters 
were more of a hindrance than a help. Those two drove 
away more customers with their overzealousness. “If | need 
anything, l'Il let you know. Thanks.” 


“Name’s Kathy. If you decide you want some help, just 
holler,” 


she said, rounding the end of the row. 


| took my time browsing belts and chaps, neither of which | 
intended to buy. Going back to my empty apartment so 
early in the day just didn’t sound like too much fun. Maybe | 
hesitated because the thought of forking out four hundred 
dollars for a hat didn’t sit quite right with me. On second 
thought, no, that wasn’t it. The Tough Guy competition was 
special. Each contender was asked to wear a unique hat if 
possible. The hat was the most important part, especially 
the fit. Determined many a match, from what I'd witnessed. 
Since | had the means...looked like | was buying an 
expensive hat. 


A little while later, | did call Kathy over to help me. Mostly 
because that damned gnawing in my gut was stronger than 
ever, to the point | didn’t want to be alone. | felt like a 
fucking fool, though. For Pete’s sake, the store was filled 
with people. | let Kathy guide me through the tack, but at 
the pitch’s end, | didn’t buy anything new. 


“I will buy a new hat, though,” | said, removing mine and 
inspecting it. 


She looked at my hat with the same scrutiny | felt. “You 
definitely need a new hat.” 


| did, no doubt about it. 
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“Got something in mind?” she asked as she led me to the 
other side of the shop. 


“I was thinking about one of them Stetsons, the black one 
with the sterling buckle set.” 


Partway through having my head measured, that ominous 
feeling increased. | started to think maybe | was losing my 
damned mind, getting paranoid. No. | didn’t get paranoid, 
never had. 


Someone was Staring at me. | could feel it. 


“Seven-and-a-quarter,” Kathy said, lowering the tape 
measure. 


“We got that one in stock.” 


| offered a quick nod, whipping around in my chair to scan 
the store patrons. | let out a rush of breath and turned away 
from a grinning Hank. Stupid shit. |’'d lay odds he’d been 
following me all day. 


“Hey, big spender.” Hank plopped into the seat next to me. 
“You off work early today?” 


He looked away for a second before meeting my gaze. “I 
don’t have that job anymore.” 


Of course not. This was getting ridiculous. He was ridiculous. 


What kind of crazy quit his job to stalk an ex-boyfriend all 
day? | looked at my watch—4:30 P.M. Sitting at home, alone, 
sounded really good right about now. 


“Oh, come on, Paul. Don’t give me that look.” 


“Listen, Hank. You need to find something to do with your 
time besides checking up on me. For chrissake, it ain’t 
right.” 


| wanted to say more, but shut up and stood as Kathy 
returned, box in hand. “Go ahead; try it on,” she said, 
pushing the box my way. 


Carefully, | lifted the Stetson from its box and positioned it 
on my head. Perfect fit. | stepped to the mirror, admired the 
way it 12 
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looked, took it off to check out the buckle. 


“Can you shape it, just so?” | asked, showing her the bend | 
wanted in the back and on the sides. 


She looked lost, to say the least. 


“I don’t want it coming off, even in a gust of wind. Think you 
can get the right angle on it to keep it on my head?” 


| didn’t think anyone could look more apologetic when she 
said, “They didn’t show me how to use the steamer, and Mr. 


Carter’s out of town until—” 


“It’s no problem.” | dropped the hat back into its box with a 
smile. “l'Il come back next week to pick it up, say Tuesday 
afternoon?” 


“Is Thursday okay? Mr. Carter should be back by then.” 


“That'll work,” | said, picking my old hat off the hook next to 
the chairs. 


Hank on my heels, | made my way to the register. | swore if 
he inched any closer, I’d deck him. | paid for the hat, 
thanked Kathy for her help, and, slipping my receipt inside 
my wallet, turned from the counter throwing Hank a glare. 
“What. Do. You. Want?” | asked as | headed for the exit. 


He grinned. | rolled my eyes. 
“Get a life, Ha—” 
“Hey there!” 


| turned into the vigorous handshake, which evolved into a 
full-out hug from the cowboy greeting me with such zeal in 
the aisle. 


“Long time, Paul.” 


Yeah. | swallowed, then stared. Must’ve been a really long 
time. He had me by the shoulders, looking at me, one brow 
disappearing beneath the shadow of his hat before | 
recognized him and blurted out, “Colorado. Denver. Spring 
of last year.” 
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Seemed to be enough for him, which was a good thing, too, 
because | couldn’t remember his name if my life depended 
on it. 


“Come on, first round’s on me. We can catch up. Heard 
you're the one to keep an eye on at State this year.” 


| felt myself smile and tried not to gloat. Hank elbowed me 
harder than | liked. | met his pissed-off glare. 


“Guess, l'Il be seeing you around,” he said and stalked off 
toward the door. 


“Where's a good place for a boilermaker around these 
parts?” 


Colorado asked, looking after the departing Hank. He turned 
back to me. “What in all get out is his problem?” 


“I couldn’t tell you.” And | wasn’t lying when | said those 
words. The cowboy had no inkling | was gay, and | was 
happy leaving it at that. | patted the man’s shoulder, 
Shaking my head. 


“Proud Cut Saloon’s just across the street. Follow me.” 
14 
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CHAPTER 2 


| reckoned I’d had more than my share of boilermakers 
because | wandered a tourist-free Sheridan Avenue and a 
couple of cross streets for a good hour before finding my 
truck. Guess | was lucky the vacant lot still had a street 
lamp that worked. If not, | may not have found where I'd 
parked until morning. 


| looked up at the darkened sky and grabbed my mirror to 
keep from falling over backward. How long had I been 
drinking? The sun was only one method to keep track of how 
much you drank—if you’d consumed enough shots to lose 
count, but had a pretty good idea how many you could tank 
per hour, you could always count the hours that’d ticked by. 
Once night rolled in, though, or if you were drinking indoors, 
you were kinda screwed, which, at the moment, was my 
dilemma. 
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There was no one in sight; the locals had to have all gone to 
bed hours before. Just how many drinks did | have? I tried to 
remember, as | looked slowly around the lot in the dark 
behind the empty building. Had to be well past midnight, | 
was certain of that much, as I tried again to fit that damned 
key | held in my hand into the lock on my truck door. 


Since l'’d stepped onto this lot, I’d heard two cars putter by 
on the street fronting the building. Was it a sign | was 
sobering up that | could count again? 


“Ugh!” In one harsh rush, the air left my lungs, my keys left 
my hand, and I found myself pressed chest-first against my 
truck window, something hard poking into the small of my 
back. | struggled against the heavy arm forcing the side of 
my face into the metal doorframe. 


“Į just drank away my last hundred bucks. If you’re after 
money, you’re shit out of luck,” | said. 


Only after it left my mouth did | realize what | was doing. | 
was conversing with a mugger. Like hell. Jaw clenched, | 
swung an elbow as far behind me as possible, praying it 
landed. 


Anywhere on the no-good bastard’s body would work. | hit 
something. He backed off, but for a second only, and once 
again, | was slammed flush against the side of my truck. The 
asshole had to be a he, unless my mugger was one giant of 
a woman with the strength of a gorilla. 


| wasn’t that drunk, was I? 


For a fleeting moment, the thought crossed my mind maybe 
this was a nightmare, but the warm fish taco and tequila 
breath rushing over my face convinced me | was wide 
awake. One of my nasty quirks, Hank would say. | loved 
smelling a man’s breath— 


the more pronounced, the better—and this guy’s breath was 
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definitely unique. Much to my dismay, | found myself 
thinking about how much | liked it, how much | liked fish 
tacos, and how much | liked tequila... 


“You think you’re tough? Do you?” A rough shove into my 
back accentuated each of his questions. 


Well, fish tacos weren’t my favorite. Fuck, man, | was drunk. 
If | could clear my head enough to focus, maybe I'd 
recognize this prick’s voice. With my heart pounding in my 
ears, though, that wasn’t happening anytime soon. 


“Answer the question.” 


A low growl and another gust of hot breath accompanied his 
demand; only this time, | was in trouble. Another shove from 
him and the pounding in my head multiplied two-fold. “In 
your best interest, let up or | throw up.” 


He backed off an inch or two, enough for me to catch my 
breath. 


“Sorry,” he said in a curt manner, as if saying it out of 
obligation or as an automatic response. Whoever he was, 
his mama had raised him right. 


Whatever his reason, | didn’t care. What the hell kind of 
mugger apologizes, | found myself thinking. And what the 
fuck was poking into my back if not a gun? Bastard must’ve 
read my mind. At once, | found both my arms held fast 
behind me, and | felt exactly what’d been shoved into my 
back as he leaned into me again. 


“What do you want?” | asked. 


“You,” he said, then cleared his throat. “Drop out of the 
Tough Guy competition.” 


Like hell. Suddenly, | wasn’t that drunk. Not anymore. “Wait 
just a damned minute.” | tried to wrench free, turn around, 
only to 17 
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be pulled from the door and slammed, face first, onto the 
hood of my truck. | heard myself groan. 


“Don’t fuck with me, pretty boy. | got your number.” 


By his assertions, | might’ve assumed this ass was none 
other than Hank Payne, but you’d never catch Hank 
anywhere near a fish taco and that certainly wasn’t Hank’s 
voice. Once again, his “gun” 


fit nicely into my hands, which still resided behind my back. 
This time, though, he pushed the lower half of his body 
forward and slid against my palms enough | became acutely 
aware of the good seven-plus inches within my reach. 


| groaned from a different sort of inflicted pain, more akin to 
agony—the agony of not having gotten laid good and hard 
in over a month. My hardening dick told me I’d sobered up 
real fast, too. | gave his package a tentative squeeze to let 
whoever he was know that ready, willing, and able was my 
middle name. 


His hard-pressed jeans slid over my palms once and then 
again. 


“You want this, pretty boy?” 


Fuck, yeah. At this point, | was sober enough to take 
anything he had to offer and yet drunk enough not to care. 


“Who are you?” | got that much out, despite the haze. 


“Name’s irrelevant.” He reached around and cupped the 
evident bulge in my jeans. “From where I’m standing, looks 
like we’re both after the same thing here.” 


He had a point, and a valid one from the feel of it, but this 
wasn’t happening here. Not in a downtown parking lot over 
my truck’s hood, no matter how desolate. 


x OK OK 


As if reading my mind, he yanked me upright and, with one 
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hand wrapped around my wrists, the other gripping the 
back of my neck, manhandled me over an eroded parking 
barrier, out of the glow of any streetlight, and into the brick 
surface of the abandoned department store’s rear wall. 


“Jesus.” That word was all he breathed in my one ear that 
wasn’t pressed to the bricks, as he caught his breath. 


“What are you doing?” | had to ask. | mean, at this point it 
was obvious to me | wasn’t being mugged. His exhalations 
came harder as | closed one of my hands around that bulge 
and gave it a tug. 


He dropped his forehead to my shoulder and pressed into 
my touch. “Fuck.” 


“Uh...yeah, think | got that part.” | reached lower, running 
my fingers over his jeans-covered balls. 


“Shit.” 


Now, for twenty-five, | was an old pro at deciphering guy- 
grunt, but damn, | usually at least knew the guy’s name, 
maybe had been out for a drink or two with him first. His 
one-word responses could mean anything from he was 
about to blow his wad already to he’d changed his mind, or 


any combination of things between the two. “Talk to me,” | 
Said. 


He backed out of my reach, still holding my face fast to the 
wall, though he did release my arms. “Take off your shirt.” 


Easy enough. Brick scoring the side of my face, | 
unbuttoned my shirt. With his free hand, he yanked it off 
over my hands. 


In another of his anxious moves, he tugged my undershirt 
out of my jeans. “Put out your arms.” 


| did as instructed and he eased up on his forceful hold, but 
only long enough to get my T-shirt up over my— He stopped 
with the shirt halfway over my face, fixed it over my eyes, 
and faster than any hog-tie, he’d knotted the short sleeves 
behind my head. 
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“Leave it if you Know what’s good for you.” 


Before | had a chance to reply, he pulled me into an opening 
in the wall, an alcove complete with cobwebs. | swatted 
blindly at the webs as they touched my skin, listening as he 
rattled what sounded to be a rickety handle. Within seconds, 
he kicked in an old door. 


“Come on.” 


As if | had a choice. He dragged me by an arm. | tripped up 
and over the step. He caught me before | went down. 
“Careful there. 


| ” 
one 


His voice trailed off. Maybe he was thinking, or maybe he’d 
said too much. | didn’t have time to dwell for he backed me 
against an interior wall with my hands above my head. 
Could’ve been the closed door; with my eyes covered, | was 
all sorts of discombobulated. What | did know was his mouth 
covered mine and | melted under the intensity of his touch, 
the taste of his lips. | opened, willingly, wanting more of 
him. He gave me what | asked for, his tongue sliding, 
swirling over mine, as he mapped every square inch of my 
mouth. For being in such a hurry, he took extra care to 
make sure | knew he was a damned good kisser. 


One hand held my wrists together, while his other explored 
my chest, my stomach...my sides. He pulled away, enough 
for me to catch my breath, and though | was a scrooge with 
my money, I’d never been one to be frugal with sex. | 
wasted that breath I’d caught on words. “More. Give me 
more.” 


Again, he attacked my mouth, this time also toying with a 
nipple between his finger and thumb. | moaned into the 
kiss, arched from the wall, begging him to pull, to twist, to 
take... | didn’t care. My dick and | both wanted him to have 
his way with us. | gasped as his mouth left mine. He trailed 
kisses over my chin, along my throat, nipped at my 
collarbone, the brim of his cowboy 20 


TOUGH GUY 


hat bumping my face with each move. | could smell the 
leather...he wore a leather cowboy hat. | catalogued the 
detail alongside the uniqueness of his breath as he 
continued his journey across my chest. 


“| need more.” | pulled one hand free. 


“Don’t,” he said, catching my hand as | touched his face. 
“Please.” 


He brought my hand back to his face and let me feel that 
shadowed jaw of his. Fuck, he was sexy, even in the dark. 
Behind my T-shirt blindfold, | could envision his face, those 
lips as | ran my fingers over them, memorizing every 
detail...and that smell. 


All cowboy and work sweat, this one. 


“I can’t have you lookin’ at me,” he said between kisses, 
and before | could ask why, he said, “Just because, you 
can’t.” His voice vibrated low as he whispered, and | melted 
a little more with each breathy word, every touch, his smell 
until— 


| made up my mind—he could have me blindfolded, hog- 
tied, upside-down—I wasn’t going to complain, as long as | 
got him, and | lifted my arm above my head, letting him 
once again take hold of it. 


He chuckled softly, as he undid my belt with one hand. “You 
want this?” 


Dear Lord... | couldn’t recall wanting anyone or anything this 
badly, and you couldn’t pay me to try. 


“How ‘bout this?” he asked, unfastening the button of my 
jeans and slipping one hand inside. 


| Know | nodded in response this time. “Fuck, yeah.” 


As he made his way inside my shorts and his hand closed 
around me, he captured my lips in another hungry kiss. | 


bucked into his hand, begging him for more heat, more 
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broke the kiss. “Damn it, you’re eager.” 
“Fuck me.” 


Not one to waste words, he was. My kind of cowboy. He 
twisted me around and spread my arms. | braced against 
the wall. 


“ld like to take you on the floor, but | don’t think that’d be 
too healthy.” 


As if what we were doing was anything remotely close. | 
almost laughed at the irony. Here he was, forcing himself on 
me... 


Well, | guess you can’t really force the willing. Either way, 
what relationship we were about to have, regardless of the 
brevity, reeked of everything unhealthy. Yet, on the same 
breath, he worried about our physical health. What a 
trooper, maybe forever a Boy Scout. Whoever he was, he 
had to walk around all sorts of conflicted inside. 


* k >% 
“Sonofabitch.” 

| felt him digging around in the pants pooled at my boots. 
“What in all hell?” I tried stepping away. 


“Don’t panic.” He grabbed one of my thighs, held me in 
place. 


“1...” He must’ve been trying every one of my pockets. 
Damn, he’s got big hands. “You what?” 


He paused in his search, and it felt like he rested his head 
on the hand at the top of my thigh. 


“What?” | repeated the question. 


“I forgot a goddamned rubber, okay!” He shoved off me ina 
hurry. 


“In my wallet,” | told him, but apparently, he’d located it 
already. He quieted down, quit stomping around, and | could 
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him breathing. 
“Yeah. Figured as much,” he said. 


By now he’d found a condom, but | couldn’t tell if he was 
still behind me. | heard nothing except a lone cricket 
somewhere to my left. “Yo. Cowboy,” | whispered and heard 
a faint click and the thunk of my wallet as it landed between 
my boots atop my scrunched-down jeans. Finally, the rip— 
the sound I'd anticipated for a while now—the stretch, the 
Snap. He rolled on the condom. 


“Twenty-five, huh?” 


He’d checked out my driver’s license? Is nothing sacred 
anymore? “You got a damned flashlight back there, or 
what?” 


“What’s it to you if | do?” he asked, then took hold of my ass 
in both hands and spread my cheeks. “A man likes to know 


what he’s getting into.” 


“How old—holy shit—” | shored up my hold on the wall. He 
hesitated his fingers’ pursuit long enough for me to finish 
my question. “—are you?” 


“Old enough to know better,” he said, pressing two fingers 
inside me. 


“That’s...hardly fair...you think?” 
“Life ain’t fair. Deal, kid.” 


| was dealing all right. He had replaced his fingers with his 
dick. That good seven inches | felt earlier turned out to be 
thicker than I’d imagined. 


“Goddamn. You’re tight.” He spat. Literally, | felt his spit 
dribble along the crack of my ass. He spit again and pulled 
out only to push back inside, faster and deeper. 


“That’s it.” 


Fuck yeah, that was it. | shoved toward him, as again, he 
pushed inside—backed out. More spit, another push. His 
fingers 23 


TOUGH GUY 
dug into the flesh at my hips. He stilled. 
“What’s the matter?” 


Without a reply, he reached around, grabbed a hold of me. | 
bent over farther, lowered my hands on the wall, pressed 
back until | felt my ass flush against him. | bucked; he 
stroked. The more | moved, the faster he pounded until— 
“Oh, fuck.” 


He let go of my dick, gripped my hips, and rammed into me 
in a series of furious thrusts, letting out a throaty groan on 
an exhale as he let himself go. He rocked to a stop, leaned 
over me for a long minute. Against my back, his chest 
heaved, and in a rush of air, he said, “God-l-wanted-to-do- 
that-for-so-long.” 


Come again? Had | heard him right? Had this man’s stare 
been the one | felt following my every move lately? Before | 
could dwell, he pulled out of me, spun me in his arms, and 
pressed me back to the wall with a fiery kiss. | reached 
down to pinch off his spent rubber. 


He gasped, and | chuckled, flipping his heavy load into the 
dark oblivion. “All better now?” | asked. 


He grabbed my dick, pulled quickly to the head, slower and 
tighter as he slid to the base. “You ain’t.” 


No. No, | wasn’t, but | held out hope. He kissed me again, 
pulled away, his hand never slowing as he worked up a 
decent pace. | took a chance and brought my hands to his 
shoulders. All movement ceased. From the feel of things, | 
think he even held his breath. 


“For fuck’s sake, let me touch you,” | begged, and he let me 
wrap my arms around him and pull him closer. He kissed me 
good and hard as | fucked his hand. “Jesus. | need more.” 


Less than two seconds later, he dropped to his knees, and | 
thanked all that was holy as | gripped those rock-hard 
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and let him take me over the edge. 


x OK OK 


“You're dropping out of that competition, you hear me?” 


What kind of parting words were those? | never did answer 
him, even as he found my truck keys and placed them in my 
hand, instructing me to count to fifty before taking off my 
undershirt blindfold. After a round of sex like that, what’s a 
man supposed to say to such a request? Surely, not what he 
thought | would—like hell. Nothing and no one was stopping 
me from participating in the Tough Guy competition. Don’t 
get me wrong. The sex was unbelievable, but who the fuck 
did he think he was? | drove home with a heavy load on my 
mind, in more ways than one. 


The more | thought about the night, the more | was certain 
my question should be why instead of who. The facts were 
right there in front of my face...well, not actually. | hadn’t 
seen him with my eyes, but damn. Not like it was hard to 
figure out. If he’d hoped to hide who he was, he failed. 
That’s all | had to say. 


I mean, come on. Even when | broke it down, it boiled down 
to him. First, the hat... 


| stopped at the red light, flipped on my blinker. 


No one around here, except one man, wears a bull-hide 
leather hat. At least, no one | know, and he seemed to know 
me or at least of me...actually, he’d said he’d wanted to do 
me for a long time. 


The light went green and | turned onto Highway 16. Damn, | 
was beat. Only one man in these parts keeps his hat on no 
matter what. That’s right; and I'd ask Jerry to confirm that 
fact next time | stopped at the post office, too. Stupid 
sonotabitch. 


| turned into my complex, then pulled into my spot. One of 
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sexiest drawls I'd ever heard belonged to Tony Austin. Just 
how long had he been watching me? Damn, | needed to get 
the man out of my mind. 


| killed the engine. 


What in the hell was he trying to prove? That he could fuck 
me into submission? Who in the hell uses sex as a threat? 
The more | thought about the night, the more | hated that 
low-down, no-good, three-time champion, Tony “Tough Guy” 
Austin. 


| inhaled deeply, sitting behind my wheel, trying desperately 
to think of anything else. My hat would be ready by 
Thursday, my black Stetson with the silver buckle... Tony 
Austin wore bull-hide leather— Damn it. Stop thinking. | 
crawled out of my truck and slammed the door. | tried filling 
my lungs with fresher air, but his scent clung to my clothes, 
hanging thick in the air around me. Half a minute later, | 
was standing at my own front door, staring at the number— 
39. 


Key in the lock, | stood there, still. A smile tugged up one 
corner of my mouth. | got reamed by— Tony “You Wish You 
Had A Face Like Mine” Austin is gay? 


If it was any time besides three in the morning, | might’ve 
let out a whoop and a holler. My neighbors wouldn’t have 
appreciated the early wake-up call, though, so | unlocked 
my apartment and slipped inside, closing the door behind 
me. Maybe | was looking at this all wrong. | stripped off my 
clothes on the way to the shower. 


Maybe | shouldn’t be angry. | reached behind the curtain to 
twist on the taps. Maybe, | should be grateful...grateful for 
that tidbit of insider information. 


Why came back into play now. Did he really think 
blindfolding me would keep him in his closet? Only as long 
as his secret didn’t interfere with me and mine. Me being, of 
course, my entering the 26 
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Tough Guy competition, and mine... Well, | planned on being 
this year’s Tough Guy, and now | had the ammo to pull it off. 


| stepped into the steamy water and braced against the 
tiles, leaning forward. God, the heat felt good on my back... 
Austin had felt damned good back there, too. Fuck. 


| scrubbed furiously, with both soap and shampoo, over 
every inch of my body, trying to get rid his scent to no avail. 
Blew my nose, stood in straight hot water—almost straight 
hot; | wasn’t that brazen. Nothing seemed to work. Got out, 
ran the towel as rough as | could over my skin. | even used 
Q-tips, and still, | could smell him as if he was standing right 
there in front of me. 


Damn you, Tony Austin. 


| hit the bed, cursing the bastard for the imprint he’d left 
behind on my senses. 
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CHAPTER 3 


The week had dragged by slower than a seven-year itch, but 
| got over Tony Austin the same day | got my acceptance 
letter and my participant number—Thursday, when | got 
home from work and opened my mail. I’d stopped and 
picked up my hat on the way and thought | was feeling 
pretty good, but when | saw that letter, my stomach 
must’ve done twenty leaps of joy. Though, I’d never admit 
that to anyone. 


Come Friday afternoon, | headed out to the start of the 
events. 


Screw Hank Austin and his memory—his threats, | mean. 
Nothing but his insecurities talking shit, if you asked me. | 
needed to register, let them know I indeed intended to show 
up tomorrow night. Unsure what | needed, | carried my 
letter with me and found the registration booth. 
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Along with my number, inside the envelope was an itinerary 
for the weekend. Standing in line, | took it out and skimmed 
over it. This year would be the first time I’d entered any of 
the events. If | did halfway decent—which to me meant not 
getting creamed in the first round—I| might earn another 
sponsor, and that meant I'd be able to attend a few more 
out-of-state rodeos, earn more prize money. Nothing new 
this year—barrel racing, horse auction, ranch rodeo, and 
Tough Guy competition—and everything was either at the 
Cody Stampede Grounds, Irma Hotel, or the Buffalo Bill 
Historical Center, as usual. 


| wouldn’t mind trying my hand at that ranch rodeo...some 
year, once | got my place up and going, l'’d round up four 
others to go in with me. Always exciting to watch those five- 
person teams. | don’t think | ever laughed harder than at 
the wild cow races—4:00 


P.M. Saturday, | read. Tomorrow. |’d be here, and | stuffed 
the itinerary back inside the envelope. 


“Howdy. ” 


| finished slipping my envelope inside my shirt pocket before 
taking the proffered, gloved hand of last year’s Tough Guy 
runner-up, Johnny Hart, as he stood ahead of me in line. 


His handshake was as firm as the greeting he tossed me. 
One of those rugged, no bullshit smiles only a real manly 
man could pull off. “First-timer?” 


Definitely a Johnny Hart question. Inside, | smirked, knowing 
he was up to his research. Guess those years as a spectator 
paid off. 


See, | did more than watch. I took notes—detailed mental 
notes of each competitor’s quirks, personalities...even if a 
man swung left or right-handed. All those often-ignored 
things mattered when you’re facing that man in the ring. 


Austin’s left-handed... Sonofabitch. 
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Here | was shaking hands and looking into the crystal blue 
eyes of beefcake Johnny Hart and Tony “Damn Me to Hell for 
Ever Knowing the Man” Austin pops into my head. It took 


me three whole days to rid my body, my clothes, and my 
truck of his scent and two more to get him out of my head. 
Where in the hell had that come from? 


| inhaled slow and deep, exhaled slower, all the while 
keeping the smile plastered on my face. “First time here,” | 
said. “Name’s Paul Kennedy.” 


He turned, and we followed the line as it moved. “Uh-huh... 
so, where’d—” 


| interrupted his asking me where I'd fought before, wringing 
my hands for effect. “First time for money, too.” 


His mouth curled into a smile, but his eyes stayed focused, 
as if he were calculating how much of what | told him was 
bunk. 


“Gonna try your luck against a cowboy, eh?” He seemed 
amused by his comment. “A street fighter, huh?” 


“I get by,” | said with a shrug. 


He turned and faced forward, seemingly satisfied with my 
answers. Only then did | fully realize the breadth of the 
man’s shoulders, his height—he had about three, maybe 
three-and-a-half inches on me—and that fancy cotton shirt 
tucked into those not-so-tight jeans hugging the curve of his 
ass, just So... 


a“ So—” 


| jumped at the shout in my ear and barely stifled a holler as 
a pair of strong hands spun me on the spot before letting 
me go. 


“Damn it, Hank.” | leaned close to his ear, feeling him 
shudder under the power of my whisper, “You’re not funny, 
jackass.” 


“Sue me, you prick.” He shoved away from me. “Geez, 
Pauly, lighten up. Will you?” 
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Yeah, sure, lighten up with a walking train wreck looking for 
its next victim knocking at my back door and with Mr. Macho 
Stud of the Century being as cordial as you please at my 
front. “Sure,” | said and turned around. Maybe if | ignored 
him, he’d get the hint. 


“You're really going through with this?” 


| felt my stomach tighten, even before he finished his 
question, and in a flash, | turned to face him. “Hank, this 
doesn’t concern you. Drop it.” 


Shooing him away didn’t work, and | knew trying to 
embarrass him into leaving would only result in a battle of 
the wills. Goat-eyed stupid could be just as deadly as the 
most carefully thought-out plan. Why couldn’t he get it into 
his pea-brain that | wanted nothing further to do with him? 
Still, as | glared, my thoughts filled with disdain, he stood 
there like the fool he was, grinning— 


Until Tony Austin stepped between us and, with a single 
push, sent me stumbling into the whitewashed fence at our 
backs. 


“What do you think you’re doin’ here?” His breath was hot 
and the hand on my chest, pinning me to that fence, was 


heavy. He drew back his fist. 


| straightened my new hat—which | could now brag had 
survived a blow from Tony Austin, mind you—and drew back 
my own fist about to show him exactly what | was doing 
here, when Johnny Hart became my new best friend. 


With one arm, he yanked Tony off me. “Back off, Austin. 
Leave the kid be.” 


Hank was nowhere to be found, having miraculously 
vanished at the sight of Austin. 


Chicken shit. 


Tony locked me with a glare and made a sound | could only 
fathom meant, in guy-grunt, You’re a dead man. | matched 
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pointing out my envelope in my shirt pocket with a smile. 


“Go on ahead, Paul Kennedy. Get on up there in front of 
me,” 


Hart said, holding Tony at bay. 


| walked on ahead, as Johnny continued, “Line starts back 
yonder, Mr. Austin.” 


| looked back in time to see Johnny point. The man looked to 
be in seventh heaven. 


“Don’t you worry; we'll be seeing each other tomorrow.” 
With a shove, he released last year’s Tough Guy. 


Hart filed in behind me. “You sure you know what you’re 
gettin’ yourself into, boy?” 


| liked Hart. He was good people, treated me as an equal, 
even though we’d met only minutes earlier. He didn’t seem 
to look down on anyone, but just the same, he didn’t hold 
one man in higher respect either. 


“You never really know until you try,” | said, offering to 
Shake his hand as a thank-you gesture. 


He took my hand. We shook. 
“You come across as pretty wise for a man your age.” 


If he hadn’t held his friendly smile just so or had that curious 
look in his eyes waned, | may’ve had to rescind my initial 
thoughts of the man. But from what | could tell, he was just 
plain honest. 


“I think | know what I’m doing,” | said. “Thanks, by the way, 
but | could’ve taken him.” 


Now he laughed, full out and hardy, as he gripped my 
shoulders. “You're either the stupidest or the bravest man 
I’ve ever had the privilege to meet.” 


Personally, | didn’t aspire to either. | smiled and twisted out 
of his meaty hooks to the booth to sign in for the 2010 
Tough Guy competition. 
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| couldn’t help but dwell on Hart’s words as | finished 
registering my number and the brand and color of hat I’d be 
wearing during the fight tomorrow. Stupidest or bravest? | 
didn’t look back at that line of men as | made my way to the 
grandstands to check out Friday night’s entertainment. 
Already, | knew five or six of them outsized me, and the rest 
were just as young and as eager to whip my ass as | was 
theirs. Maybe craziest was the more appropriate word for 
me. Hell, | didn’t know. What I did know was, whether | 
wanted to admit it or not, I’d been thrown all sorts of off 
balance since last Friday night. 


No matter how much | tried to convince myself Tony Austin 
was the world’s biggest asshole, after two days of being 
angry and the remainder of the week walking around in 
denial, | Knew how | felt. And it pissed me off to no end. As 
with anything else, | wasn’t prepared to admit that no man 
had ever left me as satisfied and yet, at the same time, as 
wanting as Tony Austin had, and I probably wouldn’t admit it 
even if forced. 


| bought a cotton candy and a Coke and found a childfree 
spot in the stands. Don’t get me wrong, | liked kids all right, 
as long as they belonged to someone else. Right now, 
though, | just wanted to be alone in a crowd of people if that 
makes any sense. 


Family entertainment was okay. | didn’t mind the music; 
hated the clowns, though. Running around down there with 
their painted-on expressions, their oversized shoes and 
baggy pants, what the hell that was all about, | never had 
understood. As a kid, clowns creeped me out even; | 
remembered that much. Never knew why, either, but the 
more | thought about it, | was pretty sure | was jealous. | 
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making others laugh, and as that thought crossed my mind, 
| laughed as one fell flat on his face in the dirt. Just because 
| hated them, didn’t mean | didn’t find ’em funny. 


| stuffed the last bit of candy in my mouth, licked off my 
fingers, and washed it down with more sugar. Wherever this 
funk had come from, | wished it would go back, leave me 
out of its unfinished business. If | didn’t pull myself together, 
| wouldn’t be worth a shit come tomorrow’s competition. | 
stayed for a few minutes of the roping exhibition, then made 
my way out of the bleachers. When all else failed, there was 
always beer. 


My boots had just hit the steps down from the stands when | 
noticed Jerry and family coming my way. Great, just what | 
needed to boost my confidence. | took the last step, 
pretending to be interested in a passing flock of cowgirls. 


“Whoa, there!” If the man hadn’t grabbed me by the arm, | 
wouldn’t have stopped. “How you been, Paul?” 


| acted surprised to see him, smiled, and shook his hand. 
“Been working.” 


Jerry looked to his wife and kid and motioned to the stands 
behind me. “You go find us some seats. l'Il be up ina 
minute.” 


His wife smiled sweetly as she passed. Jerry met my gaze. 
“You're really going through with it, aren’t you?” 


| stuffed my hands inside my pockets and tried looking 
away. 


“Listen, Jerry, | Know you mean well—” 


“Come on, Paul.” He let out a hearty laugh, giving my arma 
stout smack. “It’s not like I’m your father. Give me a break. 

I’m still gonna speak my mind, and l'Il tell you what. | think 

you can take ’em.” He leaned in closer. “The lot of ’em.” 


My expression must’ve changed with my thoughts because 
Jerry laughed again. | couldn’t help the looks | gave when | 
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confused. Hell, | had a teacher tell me years ago that | had 
more expressions than a Saucy Doll. But had Jerry just 
encouraged me to fight? | stood there wondering what’d 
changed since last Friday. 


He took my hand in both of his and shook. “Don’t let me 
down, kid.” 


| don’t know if I jumped from the surprise of his comment or 
from the more than adequate smack he gave my back as he 
left me on that bottom step. 


“I got a lot riding on this,” he said, walking away. 


I’m not sure how long | stood there, mouth open, staring at 
nothing but air after he was gone, but | made my legs move 
before | could draw a crowd. After trying to scare me out of 
entering, he went and bet his hard-earned money on me? 
Not a burden | wished to carry, unfortunately. 


But the more | thought about Jerry’s bet, the more | looked 
at it as a compliment. | walked back to my truck with a bit of 
a Skip in my step, waved goodnight to Hart and a couple of 


other men along the way. Jerry thought enough of me to put 
up good money... 


After opening my truck door, | crawled inside and turned it 
over some more in my mind. I’d be damned if | let the man 
down. 


Before | shifted into gear, though, my door was yanked 
open. For the first time | could recall, | didn’t feel bad for 
glaring into the face of Hank Payne. My grip tightened on 
the wheel. “Goddamn it, Hank. What the fuck is your 
problem?” 


“Where you headed?” One arm on the top of my door, the 
other on the roof, he leaned with his cock-eyed grin. 


Looking into a court order crossed my mind in those few 
seconds. “Why, Hank? Why would it be any of your business 
where I’m going?” 


“Geez, Pauly—” 

35 

TOUGH GUY 

“God!” | smacked the wheel, sounding the horn by mistake. 


“Stop calling me that.” Only after the anger found a way 
out, did | realize | was yelling. “Just stop, okay?” 


“I only wanted to talk,” he said. 


Yeah, famous last words... “Get in,” | said, knowing I’d regret 
giving him this chance, but not knowing what else to do 
about Hank Payne. He was still a friend, despite not being 
my lover anymore. Looked as if no matter where my life 


went, I’d have dumb and dysfunctional around to drive me 
nuts. 


x OK OK 


The Silver Dollar was slow for a Friday night. Fine by me. | 
hadn’t come here for the party; | came here because it was 
closest. 


Hank hadn’t just crawled into my truck. No. He’d crawled in, 
scooted closer, and suggested we go necking. What the 
fuck? Any excuse to put distance between us was my 
agenda. 


| took a seat at the bar, forcing Hank to sit at the bar also. A 
private table seemed a bit too...private tonight. 


“Two.” | got the tender’s attention, then looked to Hank. 


“Bud Light, hold the glasses,” he said, and the bartender 
served us. 


Hank cracked open his bottle first; | followed suit, taking a 
long swig, relishing the cool burn, relishing the low music... 
the few moments of peace. 


“So,” he began. 


| took another long drink, hoping to stretch the calm a bit 
further. 


“You're quite the talk about town.” He finished his sentence 
and his beer in a single breath. “Two more.” He flagged over 
the 36 


TOUGH GUY 


bartender. 


Was |? | killed my beer and took another Hank offered. 


Whatever had possessed me to get with him in the first 
place? As | drank my beer, my eyes drank in Hank. After just 
a couple sips, | knew I’d had enough of both. “You really 
don’t get it, do you?” 


His lips smiled, but his forehead creased as he met my gaze. 
He lowered his beer, shook his head slowly. “No. | don’t.” 


| closed my eyes and held my breath to hide my frustration 
when he touched my hand. Obvious even to me, | failed to 
do so; he let go, immediately. 


“If | didn’t know any better, I’d say you were jealous— 
jealous of me.” 


He stared, kinda bug-eyed for a minute. With a chuckle, he 
killed beer number two. “I think you got a point there.” 


A couple cowboys in the far corner looked in my direction as 
| scanned the sparsely populated tables. 


Hank nearly had finished his third beer before he spoke 
again. 


“What’s up with that Tony Austin?” 


| choked beer out my nose. He smacked me between the 
shoulder blades, and | coughed. Pinching my nose, | 
motioned him away with a wave of my hand. | needed to 
breathe, not be smothered. What in the hell had he meant, 
asking about Austin? 


Did Hank know—about Friday night? Had he followed me? 
My mind a whirl of thoughts, my nose and throat burning, | 
stood, excused myself, and headed for the men’s room. 


When three splashes of cold water didn’t revive me from my 
stupor, | figured dunking my entire head under that cool tap 
might do the trick. But before | could find a hook to hang my 
hat, in walked a cowboy and headed straight for the urinals. 
Took me all of a minute to register the stance, the bull-hide 
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raring to go, to get the hell out of the bathroom before Tony 
Austin recognized me. 


“Don’t open that door,” he said, his back still to me. 


| hesitated, my hand on the handle. Lord help me, what on 
God’s green earth was | thinking? | should walk away. | 
mean, when a man’s got his pecker out and he’s pissing, 
he’s the one vulnerable, and yet | found myself unable to 
open that the door, obeying Austin’s command, as if a 
puppet on a string. I’d like to believe | chose not to leave, 
for if | chose to walk away from the situation I’d be making 
the stupidest decision | ever made— 


stupider even than getting together with Hank Payne. | 
could feel it, as sure as | could feel cowboy flowing through 
my veins. 


He finished his business, then headed for the sinks, not 
saying another word. l’d pried my fingers from the handle 
and was leaning on the wall by the door, arms crossed, 
when he looked my way. He wouldn’t know what he’d done 
to me. How, since last Friday night, he’d turned me upside 
down and inside out. How his smell was the first breath I’d 
taken each morning, and his touch had been my last 
thought every night since. 


“Tell me what’s on your mind,” he said, taking a step toward 
me, but stopping abruptly, as if seized by second thoughts. 


No. | would not let him know what he’d done to me. | swore 
on the very spot as, no longer blinded, | met the gaze of the 
man who'd accosted me, taken what he wanted, and left me 
with more than I’d ever ask from anyone. No. I’d take that 
knowledge to my grave...his eyes were brown, his face 
covered in what | imagined was a twenty-four-hour shadow, 
his lips were perfect— 


He was touching my arm. “You all right there, kid?” 


Unable to breathe, much less speak with my heart in my 
throat, | did manage to stand from the wall, lower my arms, 
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dislodging his touch. 


| followed the fingers he used to push my hat back just so. 
His smile drew my gaze. | swallowed. His smile broadened, 
and in a move I can describe only as crazy, | reached out, 
grabbed Tony Austin by the back of his neck, twisted, 
backed all six-plus foot of him against that the bathroom 
door, and | kissed him. 


| took those lips with mine, forced them to part, invaded his 
mouth, and he let me. 


Air... | pulled away. He grabbed my arms. He and | both 
panted, gazes locked, thoughts racing...words—something 
to say—nothing to say—nothing needed saying. He broke 
the stare just long enough to turn, slide the deadbolt home, 
and reverse our positions on the door. My hat teetered. | 
caught it and that, too, Austin handled without speaking, 


taking it from me and hanging it on a stall door. Three boot 
steps echoed from the bathroom tiles, and | was in his arms. 
He was in mine. Our bodies crashed together, mouths 
feasting, hands unfastening buckles and pants. | heard my 
zipper slide, and | stopped. Tony dropped to his knees. 


He looked up at me—once—as he licked his lips. Yeah, he 
wants it. | helped fish myself out of my jeans and into his 
mouth. 


He took me deep. | pushed. He took me deeper. Fuck. On his 
knees, the cowboy was a god. 


He swirled his tongue as he pulled off to the head, took me 
to his throat, then repeated. | stood there, my hands on his 
Shoulders, his hat...and finally, | laid claim to his face, 
cupping his head as | rocked. 


Take it. 

| couldn’t think— 
That’s it. 

| couldn’t breathe— 
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He ran his fingers under my balls, and | lost it, emptying my 
load in a succession of quick hip jerks. 


“Fuck...” That’s all | could say when he swallowed around 
the head of my dick, drinking me down, as if wasting a drop 
was an indescribable evil. 


He pulled off me, slowly...tortuously. Bastard kissed my 
exposed skin as he tucked me away. Sonofabitch got to his 
feet, took one of my hands as he leaned over me, and 
brought it between his legs. Yeah, no doubt, | could feel 
what I did to him. | squeezed, pulled...he pulled out of reach, 
retrieved my hat, and handed it to me with a wicked glint in 
his eye. 


“Damn you, Tony Austin.” 


He kissed me, softly. | didn’t have to ask what he wanted. | 
knew. 


“Drop out of the competition,” he whispered against my lips, 
then kissed me again, as he unlocked the door. 


* OK OK 


| returned to my seat at the bar, to Hank...and from the 
sound of his slurring, a very tipsy, Hank. 


“You all right?” he asked, with a faraway look in his eyes. 
“Better now,” | said. 


| thought | wasn’t lying until | heard an unforgettable voice 
from behind. | twisted around in time to witness Tony Austin 
park his ass on the stool beside me. 


“Next round’s on me,” he said. 


More as a means of checking out the situation than anything 
else, | turned to Hank. | had yet to answer his earlier 
question. 
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What was up with Tony Austin? Guess | couldn’t answer 
what I hadn’t understood from the beginning. The question 
forgotten, Hank appeared thrilled with the offer of free beer. 


| took a hesitant swig of mine, even more hesitant to meet 
Tony’s stare—the one | could feel burning into me. He wasn’t 
about to give up his quest for the championship. That much 
was obvious. But to go to this extreme? “What’s the deal, 
Austin?” 


“Yeah. What’s your deal?” Hank attempted to repeat my 
words. 


| hung my head. How embarrassing. 


“Just ’cause we’re competitors, doesn’t make us enemies. 
All’s fair in love and war, isn’t that what they say?” 


| didn’t waste a second meeting his gaze after those words. 
He lifted his beer and his eyebrows, then took a swig. 


| couldn’t help but remind him, “And all’s fun and games 
until someone gets hurt.” 


As cool and collected as always, he lowered his beer, turned 
to scope out the place for what seemed like eternity before 
he met my gaze, this time with a troubled look in his eyes. 
“So I’ve heard, kid. 


So I’ve heard.” 


He could drop the “kid” anytime now. After a while, it kinda 
grated on me. “I’m not much younger than you.” 


Hank smacked my arm, drawing my attention. 


“I’m going to take a leak...” He stood on wobbly legs. “Don’t 
let another good-looking man take my seat.” 


| heard Austin chuckle. Hank stumbled away. 


| bought another round and passed one to Tony. “What’s so 
funny?” 


He shook his head. “Him...you... | dunno.” 


That’s right. He didn’t know. Not enemies, my ass. “So, find 
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what you were looking for on your information gathering 
adventures?” 


The moisture gathered in his eyes as he held back a cough, 
pounding himself in the chest a couple of times. He cleared 
his throat, threw back the rest of his beer, and set his empty 
on the bar. 


When the tender looked our way, Tony held up his hand 
before retrieving his wallet and dropping some bills. As with 
every instance in this man’s presence, my mind raced, as | 
tried to determine where we’d taken a wrong turn. He 
looked at me and shook his head. 


“Guess I'll be seeing you around,” he said, standing and 
putting away his wallet. 


| sensed finality in the look he threw. He turned and walked 
away. 


It’s for the better. Yeah, | was convinced. 


Hank staggered in his return, then almost missed in his 
attempt to reclaim his seat beside me. 


Okay, maybe pissing off Austin wasn’t for the better, but 
damn it, the man drove me insane. “Come on, l'Il drive you 
home,” | said to Hank. 


Forehead furrowed deep, he looked at me from his hunched- 
over-his-bottle position. “You’re really taking me home?” 


Un-fucking-real. With a sigh, | tugged him off his stool. Why 
me? 
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CHAPTER 4 


| managed to avoid Hank. Last thing | needed today was a 
hung-over ex discouraging my every move. For all | knew, 
he was still in bed or, at least, at home nursing one hell of a 
headache. 


Hell, | wasn’t even sure he’d made it inside his place last 
night. I’d more or less rolled him out of my truck and onto 
his doorstep. 


Maybe | should’ve left a sign clipped to his shirt, with the 
words, Help the needy. 


Standing before the cracked men’s room mirror, | pinned on 
my number, put my hat on my head, and adjusted it, 
messing with the number placard until | had it where | 
wanted. Carter had pressed in the Stetson’s curves 
perfectly, almost as if he had in his mind when I'd be 
wearing my hat and why. 


“You fall off, baby, and I’m a loser.” 
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That’s right. The winner of each fight was determined by 
which man was able to keep his hat on. In other words, lose 
your hat—lose the fight. Even if a cowboy hit the dirt out 
cold, as long as his hat stayed on and a bucket of iced water 
brought him back, he was still in. | took a deep breath, 
twisted my bandana until the knot was just over my left 
shoulder. The placement of the knot was important only if 
you valued breathing. | smiled, thinking about landing a 


blow directly over the knot of the first fool to wear his tied at 
the base of his throat. Enough fun and games. | rolled my 
shoulders for the tenth time...at least that’s how many | 
could recall. I’d really lost count half an hour earlier. Who’d 
be my first opponent? 


Closing my eyes, | ran through my mental list of each of the 
other known strengths, quirks, and weaknesses of the men. 
Some of the men | didn’t know. With five minutes to spare, 
in jeans, boots, and my hat, | headed toward the arena. 
House rules—all men wore the same articles of clothing; 
bandanas were optional. | wore mine as a distraction. 


Fight rules stated no hitting below the belt, or to be more 
specific, you could strike only skin—the reason we went in 
shirtless. Our faces, of course, were open targets. | made 
my way inside the box, a modified series of chutes on the 
far side of the arena. A quick head count revealed all 
entrants were already present...with me arriving last. Great. 
So much for psychological warfare. | was off to a grand 
start. | found a corner near the back to bide my time and 
waited for them to announce the first fight. 


The noise from the bleachers echoed from the metal fences 
and packed earth. Two minutes before the start of the event 
and people were still filing in. From my viewpoint, they filled 
every inch of seating. | removed my watch, stuffed it deep 
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circus music piped in from over the loudspeakers, blended 
with the noises from the crowd, and limited my ability to 
eavesdrop on even the closest conversation in the box. 


Out of the twelve of us, two of the men | didn’t have a lick of 
notes on, but then, neither of them had participated in the 


Tough Guy event before. | wasn’t worried. One, the sandy 
blond with the goatee and Black Panther tattoo twisting 
down his left arm, looked more lost than Hank. The other 
unknown contender chewed on a huge wad of pink bubble 
gum. No. Not chewed—popped—bubble after bubble. Maybe 
he thought his gum was as distracting as my pink bandana. 
He had another think coming. | could tell from the way he 
favored one side of his mouth, he had a bad tooth. One hit is 
all it'd take to knock him down. | just needed the 
opportunity. 


Yeah, Tony caught my attention more than a time or two as | 
waited, and | came to one conclusion after letting my eyes 
wander over his shirtless torso. Twice. Okay...maybe it was 
three times. 


Regardless, either the man was part Hispanic, or other than 
downtown, he never wore a shirt. | doubted the latter was 
true. 


Funny, in the last few years I’d watch him fight in this event 
and at all the rodeos I’d sat through, amazed at his prowess 
on the bulls, l’d never once—not to say | never looked...Dear 
Lord, if you didn’t look at someone like Tony Austin, you 
might as well be dead—thought of him as anything other 
than a damned awesome cowboy. Until now, of course, but 
as | watched him passing the time, shooting the shit with 
Hart and the others, | found myself doubting that before me 
stood the same man who'd been on his knees just last night 
with my dick in his mouth. 


Austin met my gaze. 
Psychological warfare fail number two. 


For the first time since I’d signed up for this event, my own 
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weaknesses rushed to the front of my mind. How to avoid 
being hit, | visualized dodging, ducking. What to do if one of 
the guys got lucky and landed a good blow... | felt a slight 
hitch in my confidence—never breaking the silent stare 
down between Tony Austin and me. Where was Jerry when | 
needed him? 


“You're doing all right tonight, Paul Kennedy,” Johnny Hart 
yelled, and Austin dropped his stare. 


It was more of a statement than a question Johnny threw my 
way, but | appreciated it. Tony had looked away first, and | 
was more confident now that my plan would work. Could | 
take Hart, though, should our numbers be paired in the 
draw? | wondered, and at the same time reviewed my 
mental record of how Austin had beaten the man two years 
in a row. 


The tone from the loudspeakers reached eardrum-busting 
decibels as the music died and the announcer took over. 
“Welcome to the 2010 Buffalo Bill Cody Tough Guy 
Competition!” 


With the crowd’s roars came their infamous display of 
ground-jarring foot stomping. The bleachers erupted into a 
sound akin to thunder. | kicked at the dirt, listening for the 
announcer to call number nine. 


x OK OOK 


When all was said and done, which was precisely one hour 
and twelve minutes from the start of the event, this year’s 
Tough Guy came down to last year’s runner-up, Johnny Hart; 
the three-year champ, Tony Austin; and the surprise 
favorite, me, an unknown wildcard of a bet, Paul Kennedy. 


Hart and Austin had bested others in two fights each, but I’d 
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opponents as well. With three of us left, one of us was 
getting a bye this round. 


We had fifteen minutes this intermission and the announcer 
called the clowns into the arena. Orange hair, purple hair, 
one red nose, another blue... | felt like one of those clowns 
with this busted lip of mine. | turned from the freaky sight 
with a shudder. 


Tony leaned his ass against the nearest gate, hands on his 
knees, chest heaving. | swore that damned hat of his was 
affixed to his head with rubber cement. While Johnny 
removed his hat and dabbed the sweat from his face and 
neck with a handkerchief whenever he was in the box, Tony 
had yet to take off his hat even once. It had to be hot as hell 
under that thick leather. From where | stood, doctoring my 
swollen and cracked bottom lip with a bottle of cold water, 
other than a bit winded, Austin looked no worse for the 
wear. 


What in the hell was the man’s secret? 


He’d fallen down once, dodging a wild haymaker. The 
evidence of his mishap showed in the sweat-streaked dust, 
which appeared more like stripes of mud, on his back. Yet, 
even then, Tony had managed to keep his hat on. Sudden 
droplets hitting the dirt like the first sign of a cloudburst 
drew me from my thoughts. 


| turned to find an angelic visual—Johnny Hart and his 
impromptu bottled-water shower. 


Hat in hand, arm outstretched, he’d put the squeeze on that 
quart of ice-cold water he held overhead. As the water 
poured, soaking his hair, and running in several rivulets over 
the planes of his back, he let out a feral growl. | secretly 
begged him to turn my way, to let me have one glimpse of 
that smattering of hair matted wet to his chest, that 
treasure trail he boasted so proudly in his fighting stance, 
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Tony answered Hart’s challenge with a grunt of his own, 
pushed away from the gate, twisted open his cold bottle of 
water, and proceeded to dribble it in trickles over one 
shoulder, his face, his other shoulder, continuing the self- 
torture in a slow, controlled motion. 


| looked on, eyes wide, heart pounding, blood rushing south, 
as the two of them carried out their fixed-glare Neanderthal 
stare down, their nipples beading harder with each drizzle of 
water taking its sweet time over every ridge, dip, and curve. 
| swore, if the two of them touched, | was a goner, and | 
hadn’t had a wet dream since | was seventeen. 


Focus, my head screamed. | am focused...on two of the 
most perfect specimens of the male anatomy I’ve ever run 
across, | argued back. 


Only when the crotch of my jeans stretched to the point that 
| ached did | suddenly grow a brain and force myself to look 
away. 


What in the hell was I thinking? Get distracted and lose is 
what this competition boiled down to—lose your head and 
you lose your hat. | stood, adjusting the front of my jeans, 


trying to ignore the battle of guy-grunts from behind me as | 
crossed to the other side of the box. 


Out of nowhere, stripes of psychedelic colors in greens, 
oranges, and various shades of red blinded me. The 
uncharacteristic girlish shriek sounded foreign to my ears, 
but | couldn't help it, as the clown reached for me through 
the bars, its face pressed ungodly tight against the metal, 
honking its squeaky nose and screaming incoherently in 
rebuttal to my surprise. | remember the yellow teeth and 
then | saw black. 
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* KOK 


| came to with my head cradled in someone’s lap and a 
squelched eardrum-rattling squeak over the grandstand 
loudspeakers breaking the silence. 


“Paul Kennedy. Kennedy! Come on. You can’t quit on us 
now.” 


| blinked, squinted, then blinked again. My vision cleared to 
a view of the grinning, shadowed jaw of Tony Austin. | 
clenched my eyes shut, praying this was a nightmare. 


“Get your lame ass up and ready, boy.” Hart’s voice 
registered in time with the gentle smack in the face. 


“My hat.” | got that much out, before needing to swallow to 
moisten my parched throat. The next sensation was cold 
water hitting my face. | lurched upright, nearly taking out 
Hart with a forehead to his chin. 


Tony laughed, whole-hearted and deep. “You should’ve seen 
the terror on that clown’s face when you fainted.” 


“| didn’t faint.” 


“You were out colder than stuffed salami, Kennedy,” Hart 
added to Tony’s assessment. 


“I didn’t faint!” | got to my feet with Hart’s help, brushed off 
my jeans, straightened my bandana. “Give me that water.” | 
Snatched a half-empty bottle from Tony’s hand, uncaring 
what he thought at that moment, and emptied it, washing 
away the dust on my face, arms, and chest. Silence reigned 
as | snatched my new Stetson from Hart’s hands. 


“Listen, Paul—” 

| held up a hand, silencing Hart, only to have Austin break 
out in uncontrollable laughter seconds later. | threw him a 
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glare as | fit my hat on my head. “I didn’t faint,” | managed 
through my clenched jaw. 


Tony caught his breath. “You almost gave that poor clown a 
heart attack when you—” 


“| passed out, okay?” 


“Don’t know about you”—Tony elbowed Hart and leaned 
toward the man—“but he sure looked like he fainted to me.” 


Psychological warfare fail number three. 


Johnny shook his head. “Cut the boy some slack. He’s made 
it this far.” 


Fun at my expense was silenced as the announcer’s voice 
boomed over the speakers. “You don’t want to miss our next 
Tough Guy battle between our undefeated champion, Tony 
Austin, and last year’s runner-up, Johnny Hart.” 


| watched Tony and Johnny lock gazes, step away from each 
other. All joking ceased. 


Never in my life had | been so thankful to draw the short 
straw. 


| needed the extra few minutes of rest this bye gave me to 
psyche myself up for the fight. The final fight of the night, 
the one to determine this year’s Tough Guy. Hart and Austin 
headed out into the arena, while | high-tailed it out the back 
of the chute. | needed to piss like a racehorse. 


Sixty seconds. Time enough to drain, shake, and zip, and 
already, Hart had hit the dirt twice. Looked as if Austin was 
a ruthless bastard, the closer he got to the prize. If | recalled 
correctly, yeah, that was Austin’s modus operandi. | closed 
my eyes, rehearsing his moves, the position of his feet, his 
shoulders, envisioning me out there, instead of Johnny, 
fighting Tony. 


He’d come at me; l'’d dodge and hit him with a sucker punch 
from behind. Hey, it was fair. Winning the Tough Guy title 
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more than brawn. It took brains, and l’d be the one to prove 
it. 


| cringed as, “Ohhh!” bellowed from the speakers when 
Austin’s fist connected squarely with Johnny’s jaw, sending 


last year’s runner-up onto his back in the dirt and the man’s 
hat a good five paces behind him. 


Before the clowns could take to the field, Johnny was on his 
feet and charging at Austin. 


Tony held up his arms. 
But Johnny kept at him, fists swinging. 


When the bell clanging over and again went ignored, the 
announcer did nothing but crank up the circus music. The 
entire scene seemed surreal. Tony backed away; Johnny 
took a couple punk shots. Tony shoved Hart back; Hart got 
one or two more hits into Tony’s chest before the man could 
again back out of reach. 


“Goddamn it. Hart! What the fuck’s gotten into you?” 
| backed up as Johnny slammed Tony against our cage. 


“The fight’s over, man. Give it up,” Austin shouted, blocking 
another swing. 


“Johnny, stop!” 


Fist raised, Hart met my glare, panting heavily, his pupils 
dilated. He swallowed, his chest heaving as he looked back 
at Austin. “You hurt him”—he pointed over Tony’s shoulder, 
straight at me—“and I'll hunt you down, personally, you 
sonofabitch.” 


He released Tony and looked at me once more before 
stalking out of the arena. | watched Johnny walk away with 
only one thought on my mind—Johnny Hart was good 
people. 


Tony Austin stood there, catching his breath. After a minute, 
he glanced at me over his shoulder with an expression | 
couldn’t read. 


“You'd better be ready for me, kid. That’s the only warning 
you'll get.” 
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The announcer introduced my entrance, and | took my spot 
in the arena. 


Jerry, you old betting fool, | hope you're watching. 


x KOK 


Hart had worked the crowd into a frenzy with his last move 
and left them for us to deal with. For a good ten minutes, 
the rumble from the stands was deafening. Rocking from 
one foot the other like a bull on edge, Austin held his 
position, ten feet in front of me in the center of the arena. | 
smirked, imagining him striking one boot in the dirt twice 
before charging with a snort and a grunt. 


He pointed at me. 
The crowd quieted with a chorus of “Ah.” 


His next attempt at psyche-out-the-newbie left me only 
more determined to win. Having grabbed the audience’s 
attention, Austin pulled his pointing finger back and made a 
Slicing motion across the front of his neck, saying to me 
without words, You’re dead. 


Oh, what the hell. With the attention back on me, | stretched 
to my toes, held my arms high above my head, and twirled 
in a mocking pirouette, probably the most buff ballerina 
anyone there had ever seen. The crowd roared to life once 
again, this time with a chorus of laughter. 


Tony glared. 
| curtsied. 


Was he tough enough to handle me? | doubted it. 
Something about anger and stupidity going hand in hand 
came to mind. At this point, Tony Austin looked really, really 
angry. | adjusted my pink bandana, hoping to draw a final 
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At the sound of the bell, Tony barreled straight at me, fists 
clenched and held tight to his body. | swept out of his sure 
charge at the last second with a move I can credit only to 
my agility and style. 


The crowd cheered. 


“Why don’t you fight like a man, you fucking pussy?” Austin 
Spat to his right, then brought his fists up in front of him. 


“What makes a man?” | asked, forming fists, taking a 
fighting stance. “Do you even have a clue, Tony ‘I'll Make a 
Man Out of You’ Austin?” 


He charged again. 


Again, | shied out of his reach, turned around as he whizzed 
by, and readied my footing, anticipating his next move. | 
kept an eye on his chest, the movement up and down that 
would let me know when he struggled for air. He’d get tired 
soon, and when he did, I’d have him right where | wanted 
him. 


This time when he came at me, | let him land a body shot. 


Though I thought I was ready, nothing prepared me for the 
force behind that balled up fist, the bone on bone crack as 
his knuckles met two of my ribs, or the span of time it took 
me to catch the breath he’d taken away. | did slow him 
down, however, as he loped by. Winded and wheezing, | 
followed him around and smacked him in the back of the 
head up underneath the brim of his hat. 


His hat didn’t budge. / knew it. The fucker used glue. 


Arm across my stomach, | stood bent at the waist trying to 
refill my emptied lungs. “Bring it,” | forced out with the little 
breath I'd been able to take. 


Late afternoon brought with it a cool breeze, beading Tony’s 
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nipples as he stood, shoulders bobbing higher with each of 
his inhalations. His chest moved faster; sweat trickled 
unevenly over his skin. He shook his head, dropping his 
hands to his knees as if winded. 


Bullshit. With lungs full again, | hollered, “Chicken shit!” 


Tony took off like a rocket, one shoulder forward, his 
quadriceps flexing with each swift pump of his legs. Ina 


surprise move, he brought himself upright and his left fist 
back, pushing it forward as he barreled past me. 


Fuck. That one hurt. | felt for my hat, exhaling a sigh of relief 
when | discovered it still in place atop my head, and ran the 
back of my hand under my nose. Just as | suspected; the 
heavy streak of bright crimson confirmed it. | spat the 
metallic taste from my mouth, staining the dirt at my feet. 
Fucking prick bastard, time for my secret weapon. 


A hush settled over the audience as we lined up for what 
surely would be our final clash. 


Austin glared. 
| spat the blood from my mouth and glared back harder. 


With an untimely shake of his head, Tony threw his arms in 
the air, turned, and began walking toward the exit. 


The crowd let out a unified gasp. | think | joined them. 


Oh, no, you don’t. | took after him, running at full speed. 
“Get back here!” 


He kept on walking, without even a counter slur. 


Just before he reached the exit, | jumped him, spinning him 
around as | clambered onto his back. “I don’t care if you 
hurt me. 


Fight like a man, you fucking sissy!” 


That must’ve done it for, before | could get a hold of the 
brim of his hat, Austin had me off his back and up against a 
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to nose, we locked gazes. 


“You stupid bitch.” He pressed me into the metal with one 
shoulder to my chest, one hand to my throat. “I don’t want 
to hurt you. | told you to drop out!” 


Though his gaze was unusually soft, the fingers at my throat 
threatened to tighten. 


“Are you ready?” | asked, feeling my hat sitting precariously 
to one side of my head. Austin glared, as if to say, For what? 
“I’m about to win,” | said with a wink. 


“Oh. Ho. Ho. You’re a cocky little thing.” 


“Tam.” | said the words with the utmost confidence, too, 
lifting my chin enough to stick my neck out just a bit farther 
as | did so. 


Tony smiled, one corner of his mouth a touch higher than 
the other one. | wondered if he smiled that way every time 
he thought about the last two Friday nights...about me. Ina 
flash, he looked deadly serious. “How do you expect you’re 
gonna win, girly man?” 


| moved my eyes as far as they could move to one side and 
then to the other, as if making sure no one was close 
enough to hear my next words. “I can’t say it out loud.” 


Just as | predicted, he leaned closer, twisted his head just 
so, as if waiting to hear my secret. So gullible. 


“Well...” | began the whisper, then paused to have an 
excuse for the warm breath | purposely blew across his 
eager ear. “Just above my left ass cheek, | have this 
tattoo...” 


Again, he leaned in a little closer, so close, you couldn’t 
have inserted a sheet of paper between us. | smiled, opened 
my mouth as if to continue, and stuck my tongue in his ear. 


In a simultaneous move, he released me, whipped off his 
hat and swung it at me, as if | was a pest, a gnat—gripping 
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As the bell clanged and my name was announced above the 
roar of the crowd, Tony stared at the bull-hide hat in his 
hand as if the damned thing had betrayed him somehow. 
The look of defeat on his face sweetened the victory. 
Thrilled that I’d won, | embraced him in a show of 
sportsmanship, rubbing the top of his head as | released 
him. When he looked at me, though, | didn’t feel so 
victorious. 


His sad eyes were brown, his downfallen face covered in a 
twenty-four-hour shadow, his lips were quivering perfect— 


defending champion Tony “You Wish You Had A Face Like 
Mine” Austin was bald. 


* OK OOK 


Austin took my victory about as well as a cow takes to ice. 


Tony Austin to my right, the other men forming a haphazard 
row behind us, | stood in the center of that arena, medal in 
one hand, enlarged replica of the fifteen-thousand-dollar 
purse in the other. But as we brought the audience to their 
feet in one final show of appreciation, | forced the smile 
captured on many a camera for all posterity. | twisted a 


quarter-turn to salute the runner-up, Tony “I’m Such a 
Loser” Austin, only to lose my smile as | did so. 


Despite pulling off his plastered-on, cheeky smile to the 
crowd, his eyes told a different story as they flicked to mine 
for the briefest of seconds. In a mock act of defiance, Tony “I 
Hope You're Happy with Yourself” Austin, removed his bull- 
hide hat and held it high in the air, the gleam of his shiny 
head even brighter under the Stampede Grounds’ lighting 
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That’s when it struck me. For outing Austin’s secret, | might 
just be the biggest ass that ever lived. I’d stolen the man’s 
pride, and I’d had enough. Tonight’s victory didn’t seem to 
live up to her hype. Finding the nearest committee member, 
| handed off the replica of the purse and took my victory 
stroll along the grandstand wall. 


Year-old photographs of me from various rodeos, along with 
some from tonight, were thrust into my hands as teens, 
mostly goo-goo-eyed girls, but some boys also, begged for 
my autograph. For the first time in three years, the reality of 
having actual fans, who followed my every move, set in. 
Though each time | scribbled my name | smiled and 
sometimes winked, I realized something else. | hated the 
attention. | glanced around, glad to see the other guys 
garnering almost as much, but | didn’t spot Tony’s bull-hide 
hat in the throng of cowboys and clambering fans. 


With a hidden sigh of relief, | made it to the end of the wall 
and checked again to see if Tony was behind me anywhere. 


“Well done, Paul.” 


From seemingly out of nowhere, Jerry pulled me into an 
excited handshake. “Well done,” he said again, grinning 
from ear to ear. 


Despite my concern for last year’s champ, I smiled for Jerry, 
the postmaster, as | untied my pink bandana and stuffed it 
in my pocket. The damned fool not only kept his next three 
months’ beer money, but he’d doubled it also. Hell, 
depending on the odds he placed, he may’ve even tripled or 
quadrupled it, more likely the latter judging from his 
handshake. Lord knows, with Jerry’s job, that drinking 
money would come in handy. 


“I did okay,” | said. 
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“Okay?” He laughed. “You took that Tony Austin down a peg 
or two, right where he belongs if you ask me.” 


But that wasn’t my intention—yeah, I’d wanted the win, but 
Jerry’s gleeful expression as he cut down Tony for my benefit 
worked only to cut me. Though I continued the ruse with my 
fake smile and my phony enthusiasm, | knew I had to get 
out of there before | threw up in front of everyone. 


“Happy for you, Jerry, and thanks. But I gotta run.” | looked 
toward the parking field and added a lift of my brows for 
effect. 


“Ah. Gotcha,” he said, giving my back a hearty couple of 
pats. 


“Go get her, son.” 


| scanned the remaining crowd one last time and, seeing 
neither bull-hide nor a sheen | recognized, | made a beeline 
for the parking field. 


| stood at one end, scanning the vehicles, the milling 
people. 


What in the hell does he drive? 
“Hey there, Paul!” 


A pair of strong arms engulfed me in a bare-chested, muscle 
bound hug. Johnny Hart released me, catching my hat as it 
toppled from my head. “I’m proud of you,” he said, handing 
over my hat. 


| looked toward the parking field again. “Thanks,” | said, still 
not spotting Tony in the crowd. 


“Listen. If you ever need anything, Paul, you just give mea 
call.” 


| met Johnny’s blue-eyed gaze, held it for a long minute as | 
assessed the consequences of my actions. He was good 
people, | reminded myself before blurting out, “What’s Tony 
Austin drive?” 


“You're a right decent feller, you know that?” Hart said, and 
with a hand on my back, he directed me toward a tan Ford 
F-150 


idling out behind the holding pens. “I reckon that’s him over 
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there.” 


| took off, jetting across this end of the field to the holding 
pens. Rounding the pen nearest me, | slowed to a stop a few 
feet in front of that tan truck and dropped my hands to my 
knees, sucking in air. Tony sat behind the wheel. The truck 
lurched as he shifted it into drive and then stepped on the 
brakes. | held up my hand. He revved up the engine as | 
straightened to my full six feet. 


Bull-hide hat pulled down in front as far as possible with him 
still being able to see, he glared at me through his 
windshield and revved the engine twice more. 


| crossed my arms, refusing to budge. 


He gave it gas again, this time letting off the brakes in quick 
jerks, moving his truck toward me one lurching inch at a 
time. 


“I ain’t moving,” | hollered, pushing my hat up higher on my 
head. 


He looked up, shook his head, and appeared to be 
mumbling to himself. Arm slung across the back of his seat, 
he twisted to look behind him and then shifted into reverse. 


“You sonofabitch.” | bolted after the moving truck, reached 
the driver’s side before he got going too fast or too far, and 
jumped partway inside his open window. 


A group of cowgirls wandered around the row of pens. He hit 
the brakes. The momentum slung me into the door jam, 
knocking me out of his truck. The air left my lungs as | hit 
the grass. 


Stunned for a second, | looked up when the girls screamed, 
then followed their pointing fingers to peer up into the face 


of one red-faced and fuming, Tony “I’m Going to Knock the 
Piss Out of You” Austin. The group of girls took off running. 


He yanked me to my feet. “You stupid prick,” he shouted. 
Fists clutching his hat, teeth clenched, he fumed in 
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My heart beat a mile a minute as | stared into those brown 
eyes...and all | could think about was how much | wanted at 
those perfect lips. “You.” That one word was all | could say. 


Tony’s eyes closed; his shoulders drooped as he hung his 
head. 


| watched as he took a deep breath, then, with a shake of 
his head, let it go. “I’m afraid | can’t help you with that 
one,” he said and took a step toward his open truck door. 


| beat him to the door and stood in front of him, blocking his 
way. 


He stopped before me, looked one way, then the other. 
“Either get the fuck out of my way or get the fuck in.” 


| crawled inside the truck. 
“Where to?” he asked. 
| gave him directions to my place. 


x KOK 


On the twenty-minute ride home, | tried talking to Tony. | 
didn’t feel right about not telling him what was weighing on 


my mind. The man hadn’t deserved to be stripped of his 
dignity, not the way I’d done it. | hadn’t meant to do that, 
though. | wanted only to win that purse, maybe a little 
respect...and now, | wished | had neither, but didn’t 
understand why. | told Tony as much. 


After a couple of my pathetic attempts at explaining, | 
thought | caught him smiling, but each time, he looked out 
his window, and I never was quite sure. As the first ten 
awkward minutes passed, l’d come to only one conclusion— 
when Tony Austin wasn’t in charge of the situation, he didn’t 
have much to Say. 


He did seem to aspire, however, to being in charge. 
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We were idling at a red light about halfway to my place 
when he spoke. “You can shut up anytime now.” And when | 
did, he reached across and undid my belt buckle and the 
button and zipper on my jeans. 


Fine. If that’s what shutting up earned me, my lips were 
sealed. 


| scooted a few inches closer—but not too close. We were 
still in town. 


With his hand down the front of my pants, he smiled and 
didn’t hide it this time, either. Fora moment, he even turned 
his attention from the road to meet my gaze. “Nothing to 
say?” he asked. 


| swallowed, tried finding my lost breath, the entire few 
seconds wondering what words told the man how much | 


appreciated his hand wrapped around and playing with my 
dick. 


But fixed on that handsome face, | said the only one that 
came to mind. “More.” 


Ten minutes later, Tony smiled again as he pulled into my 
complex, parked his truck, and leaned my way. “Well?” 


Though I understood the question in guy-grunt just fine, 
under the circumstances, | could only nod. 


Didn’t take me but all of eight seconds to get my pants done 
up enough to cover the distance to the front door of my 
apartment without appearing too out of order. My belt 
buckle clacked and rattled with each step, but | figured 
since | only had a half-dozen or so to take, to hell with 
buckling my belt when it’d be the first thing come off once | 
got behind closed doors. 


Tony followed and made sure the apartment door was shut 
before he had me up against the nearest wall, my hat 
forgotten somewhere between the wall and the door. His lips 
covered mine as his hands undressed me faster than | could 
think...faster than | could wrap my arms around those broad 
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My belt left my jeans and ended up somewhere on the living 
room carpet, but | opened my eyes as Tony’s hands stilled 
with my jeans and shorts hanging just above my knees. 


“Boots.” He managed the directive between our pressed 
lips, and | did my best to comply, toeing one boot loose and 


kicking it free before moving to the next. Only when his 
kisses became inconsistent did it dawn on me, he struggled 
with his own clothes. 


In a single motion, | reversed our positions on that wall. 


“Boots,” | said, as his calloused hands held my face, 
ensuring my lips never left his, never completely. 


“Yeah,” escaped between us as he kicked free of his boots, 
while my hands fumbled to get his belt and jeans open and 
over his ass. 


No sooner had the works hit the floor than | had him by the 
back of the neck, drawing him to me. We bumped as he 
pressed against me. | mimicked the grind of his hips, 
begging for more. He cupped my ass, holding me to him. | 
couldn’t help the groan that escaped my lips. | needed 
more. “The hat goes.” 


Tony’s lips stilled, his tongue retreated, and his grip eased. 
He pulled back enough to meet my gaze. | think | was 
holding my breath as | stared deep into those brown eyes, 
for | didn’t exhale until he said, “All right.” 


A second later, his hat joined mine on the floor. 


He picked up his ministrations where he left off, and | 
would’ve been happy just to have him take me right there 
on that wall. But when an indistinct grunt sounding like the 
word, “Bed,” 


left his lips, | figured he had other ideas. | pointed; he led. Of 
course, | was the one who had to walk backward—blind to 
what | already knew. Tony swallowed the chuckle that 
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reminisced on the pattern we’d fallen into, one that seemed 
as natural as breathing. A pattern | felt certain | could live 
with for a good long while. 


When the back of my legs hit the mattress, Tony paused, 
pulled away. 


“What?” | traced the outline of his face as | asked. 
He closed his eyes. “Nothin’. Get up there.” 


On my knees, | crawled onto the bed, going straight for the 
top drawer of my nightstand, and feeling the mattress dip 
as he crawled on behind me. | felt his stare...the same 
feeling I’d had all week. 


“You're beautiful,” he said, soreading his palms across my 
lower back. 


“How long have you wanted me?” | asked, not facing him. 


He seemed to have a thing for talking openly to my 
backside. 


“A long time,” he said, his hands working all kinds of 
miracles on me as he spoke. 


“And you've been watching me in the rodeo—for how long?” 


His hands hesitated on my ass. His breathing sounded 
almost non-existent. Probably as long as I’d been admiring 
him is how I had it figured. He hadn’t lied to me yet. | 
wouldn’t push it. 


“You know you can talk to me about anything. I’m good like 
that,” | told him, handing him the bottle of lube and box of 


condoms. 


Meeting my gaze at that moment must’ve been 
unintentional, for it seemed to give him pause. | watched his 
Adam’s apple dip as he continued to stare. Something had 
to give. Guy-grunt only took men so far, and | was certain | 
wanted this to go much farther. 


“It’s okay,” | said. 


His Adam’s apple dipped again, as if he needed time to work 
63 


TOUGH GUY 


up the courage to talk as openly to my face as he did to my 
ass. 


“That’s what I’m afraid of,” he said. 


He’d yet to look away. Maybe this was a test—maybe it 
wasn’t, but | sure as hell wouldn’t know without trying. 
Without another thought, | did what he’d shown by example 
in moments as awkward as this. | asked him, “What do you 
want?” 


His chest rose and fell in rapid movements and he looked 
away for the longest of minutes before turning back, tossing 
the lube and condoms up by a pillow, stretching out on the 
bed, and pulling me into his arms. Once again, his lips found 
mine. He kissed me with a passion lI, in my twenty-five 
years, had never known. 


“Ow. Careful. My lip.” 


Tony chuckled into the kiss. When he pulled away this time, 
he made a fumbled attempt to run his fingers through my 


mussed hair. 


Settling for tucking my too-long bangs behind one ear, he 
did seem to meet my gaze a little easier... Tony’s eyes were 
brown...his shadowed face was beautiful...his lips were 
perfect. 


Tony Austin said, “I want more.” 
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